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        To those struggling in silence with mental illness … PLEASE, keep fighting the good fight; your story is not over!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Her eyes flicked open, and she scanned the space around her. Nothing seemed familiar.

      Who am I? where am I?

      The questions bombarded her brain.

      Waking up in a strange bed, with no answers to her immediate concern had her ready to climb the walls. The room was decorated in all white, and the pungent smell of antiseptic upset her stomach. She was at the point of wanting to release her last meal, whatever that was. Next to the nightstand, a machine beeped loudly. The empty bag pumping fluids into her arm needed to be changed.

      Why am I in the hospital?

      Shifting in the small bed, she fidgeted with the silver rail on the left side until she lowered the bar. She grabbed hold of the IV pole with the other hand for support. One step at a time, she encouraged herself, putting one foot in front of the other.

      What’s taking them so long to come? I know they hear the head-splitting sounds coming from this damn device.

      Instead of waiting patiently for the doctor–––or someone–––to make an appearance, she tried to find the restroom. Whoever she was, one thing was clear; patience was no virtue of hers. A wave of nausea swept over her as she stood in front of the mirror. She wanted to smash everything in the room to tiny pieces.

      What happened? Who am I? Why can’t I remember anything?

      Questions haunted her, while her hands roamed her slender body. Her expressive, dark-brown eyes darted from side to side as she searched to find something to jog her memory.

      Come on, give me something to work with. Scars, birthmarks, anything that can help me figure out who I am.

      Her jet-black hair was slightly tangled and hung loosely about her shoulders, suggesting it hadn’t seen a brush in days. Staring into the unfamiliar eyes, she noticed a small cut above her right brow. While it was only a superficial wound, it stung. Other than that, she had no other visible injuries.

      Walking back into the spacious area, she realized that, unlike her sleeping neighbor’s side of their semi-private room, her half was as empty as a garbage can after trash day. No get-well-soon cards adorned the bedside table, wishing her a speedy recovery—not even a single bouquet of flowers spruced up the somber space.

      Maybe no one out there cares.

      Minutes later, a tall, ruggedly handsome man with piercing eyes and a smooth panther-like gait walked into the room with a petite brunette in tow. Both were dressed in dark-blue clinical scrubs. As she peered closely, she wondered if the woman might be her daughter, until the girl approached her and said, “I’m Diana, and I’ll be your nurse for today. If you don’t mind, I’d like to check your vitals before the doctor gets here. It will only take a few minutes.”

      With a warm smile, Diana removed the IV pole from her clammy hands and guided her back to bed.

      She glanced at the handsome stranger who’d remained silent. While seeing him didn’t evoke any memories, she couldn’t help but stare. His eyes were as dark as a midnight sky. When he smiled, two of the cutest dimples appeared on both sides of his mouth. The man was built like an athlete and had to be at least six feet, but the entire package was mouth-watering.

      Rolling up her sleeve to the elbow, Diana checked and recorded her vital signs. “Wow, I’ve never seen anyone recover as quickly as you have,” she complimented afterward. “I knew you were a fighter when they brought you in last week, but I never imagined seeing you back on your feet so soon.”

      Last week?

      “What am I doing in the hospital? I don’t remember anything. Not even my name,” she blurted out.

      The unknown man gazed at her with eyes that seemed to pierce her soul as he made room at the foot of the bed for the nurse to examine her left knee. It was bruised badly, yet nothing compared to the skin discolorations she’d experienced as a kid. Growing up, she was somewhat of a tomboy, always engaging in extreme activities with her little brother and his friends.

      Wait. What was that?

      Up until a minute ago, she couldn’t remember anything from the past. Grabbing Diana’s hand, she held on tight. “Please stop touching me.”

      Did that even happen or is my mind playing tricks on me?

      The guy tilted his head, grimaced a little, but said nothing. She couldn’t help but stare back, pondering on whether she should let them know about the childhood memory that had nestled into her foggy brain. As she did so, shivers traveled up and down her spine. Could she trust them?

      A knock on the door jolted her from that train of thought.

      A stocky man in a bright white coat entered the room. “Could I have a word with you?” he asked, taking Diana aside for a private conversation. After they finished, he dismissed her and crossed the distance to stand beside the bedhead. The elderly man with salt and pepper hair gently took her hand in his, “I am Dr. Matos, the head of neurology here at Curaçao Medical Center.”

      His arrival provided the perfect opportunity to break away from the other stranger’s hypnotic stare, before she drowned in those captivating eyes that missed nothing. She quickly turned her attention to the hand that held hers, but not before noticing the confident expression on the handsome stranger’s face. Oh, he knew he was an attractive man all right. What’s more, he relished the effect he had on her.

      Who is he?

      “How are we feeling, Ms. Doe?” the doctor inquired, breaking the silence. “Sorry, force of habit.” He apologized and glanced at the nurse, establishing that she stood in the room, then pulled up her medical records on his tablet. “Now that we know your identity, we’re going to have to start calling you by your real name. Right, Mrs. Toussaint?”

      The visitor nodded and stepped closer.

      “Have you experienced any discomfort since you’ve woken up, Mrs. Toussaint? Headaches, dizziness, or any other pain in general?”

      Her jaw nearly dropped at the mention of her surname.

      Did this man call me Mrs. Toussaint?

      Putting her concern aside, she swallowed the lump in her throat and answered, “I felt nauseous, and my head was spinning a little. Other than that, no discomfort whatsoever. Except the fact that I can’t seem to remember who I am,” she added, glancing at the silent man who continued to study her. “What happened to me? How did I end up here? If he’s my spouse, then why can’t I remember him?”

      He stood taller, and his gaze narrowed on her as the doctor observed the exchange.

      She sat up straight and threw her legs over the side of the bed, deciding to share the memory from a few moments ago. “I did, however, remember something about my little brother and his friends. At least I think he is. Who is Kevin to me?” she asked the stranger who was supposedly her husband.

      He nodded and smiled, confirming that the guy she’d remembered was indeed her brother. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this right now, Cassandra. Kevin has been missing for a few days now.”

      Cassandra! My name is Cassandra? Oh. God. Not. Kevin … What happened to him?

      The news of her brother upset her worse than waking up without her memory intact.

      Mr. Toussaint took a seat on the bed a few inches away from her. “I called him immediately to let him know what happened to us when I made it home. When he didn’t return any of my calls, I tried to reach him at the law firm. Kevin’s secretary told me he hasn’t been into work for a while.” Stretching his legs, he kept his eyes trained on his black loafers. “She, nor any of the partners, have heard from him. They tried to reach us but couldn’t find us.”

      Closing the distance, he rested one hand on Cassandra’s leg.

      She flinched and instinctively moved his hand away. “I’m so sorry, but I don’t feel comfortable with you touching me yet.”

      The doctor and nurse shared an uncomfortable glance, and Mr. Toussaint’s expression turned dark.

      “No worries, I understand.” This time, his smile didn’t reach his eyes. He continued speaking, but his tone was more formal. “Kevin has a habit of disappearing every now and then when he meets a new girl … he’s a hopeless romantic like that.” He gave a sly smile. “But not before letting us know he’ll be unavailable for a couple of days.”

      He locked gazes with the nurse who hung on his every word as he spoke, while the doctor jotted something down. “It doesn’t seem like he tried to reach us either, there were no messages from him at home.” He focused on her once again. “I’ll keep looking for Kevin until I find him. Trust me, Cassandra; one way or another, he’s going to turn up.”

      Cassandra. She hated that she couldn’t remember her own damn name. Not to mention the fact that her brother had gone missing.

      “First things first, though.” He stood, towering over her, and the delicious scent of freshly baked pandushi di kokolishi––Antillean, sweet cinnamon rolls––made her inhale sharply.

      “I couldn’t get to you earlier because I was hospitalized myself. When I regained full consciousness two days ago, I had no clue what happened either. From what I’ve gathered from Detective Agata––he’s the one working our case–––the Catamaran we boarded for a moonlight cruise exploded due to improper ventilation. Yet, unlike you, I still remember who I am.”

      Somehow, a touch of disdain was in that last statement which raised her suspicion and annoyed her.

      He strode to the bedside cabinet and poured two cold glasses of water.

      The doctor scribbled some additional notes as the nurse watched them closely.

      After her husband handed Cassandra a tumbler, he pulled up a chair and took a seat. “I have what they call short-term memory loss. I can’t recall anything that occurred on the catamaran that unfortunate evening, or the weeks before that.” He drained his glass then rubbed his temple. “All I know is that I went crazy when I woke up and didn’t find you sleeping next to me. I’ve been waking up beside you for ten years, so deep down I knew something was wrong when you weren’t there.”

      Ten years?

      She exhaled, frustrated by her plight. “I’m sorry for not remembering you.” She adjusted her pillows, lay down and turned her back to everyone. “This is too much, too soon. I need some space to sort out my thoughts.”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll all come back to you. If not, I’m going to spend the rest of my life making you fall in love with me all over again.” Walking around the bed, he came to stand beside her. “In case you were wondering, my name is Aubin.”

      With that, he planted a tender kiss on her forehead.

      She pulled away as a chill ran down her spine. Flashes of his angry face in her head gave her pause, because it brought one thought to mind.

      Did my husband try to kill me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you mind if I sleep in the guestroom, or should I book a hotel room?” Cassandra asked timidly, stopping in front of the threshold of their three-story colonial stone townhouse in Saliña. The delectable aroma coming from the bakery, and the spectacular view of the colorful houses nearby didn’t go by unnoticed as she waited for a response.

      As she scanned the surroundings, Aubin’s heart sank. Cassandra continued to keep him at arm’s length, despite his attempts to make her comfortable. Lying through his teeth he said, “Of course, I don’t mind,” and guided her upstairs. “Please take the master bedroom instead. I’ll get situated in one of the guestrooms later. By the way, I laid out some clothes for you in the bathroom in case you wanted to change.”

      His phone rang nonstop as he put her stuff away in the closet. It was detective Agata, the one handling their case. “I’m going to return this call downstairs in my office. Are you going to be okay?”

      “Yes, no worries. I’m going to lie down for a little bit, and afterward I think I’ll take you up on your offer to show me around this beautiful house,” Cassandra said, getting into bed.

      He left the room and hurried to the office, making a call as he went.

      “Any news yet, detective?” he asked full of hope, forgetting to greet the man. More than three weeks had passed since they’d started their investigation and Aubin was growing impatient. He sat on the edge of his seat, frowning.

      “As a matter of fact, yes. I’m calling to let you know there’s been a breakthrough.”

      Finally. It took you long enough.

      “Do you think you can swing by the precinct in a half-hour? I’m leaving the bay area right now as we speak. What I need to tell you is too delicate to discuss over the phone.”

      “Say no more, I’ll meet you in a half hour on the dot.”
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      Aubin grabbed a mask and put it on. He could barely breathe through those things, with him having asthma, but it needed to be done so he could go inside. Like everywhere else on the island––no, scratch that, everywhere in the world––you either masked up or stayed outdoors.

      Walking into the precinct, Aubin passed the front cubicles where five desk officers sat doing their paperwork and made his way to the detective’s office. The room was in the back of the building and overlooked Wilhelmina Park, where ginormous, blue, and yellow letters spelled out “I love Curaçao” ––a beloved hotspot in Willemstad where tourists enjoy taking pictures.

      Motioning Aubin to take a seat, Detective Agata went straight to the information he wanted to share, “The Catamaran you and your wife were on did not explode due to improper ventilation. I don’t know why, but for some reason the assigned damage expert missed a crucial piece of the puzzle we’re trying to solve.”

      “I’m not sure what to make of this,” Aubin said, avoiding eye contact. He was pissed and had every right to be but didn’t want to show it. “How could they have slipped up like that?”

      Sliding a document over the desk, Agata picked up another folder. Then he looked Aubin dead in the eye. “Someone tried to kill you and your wife.” Keeping his gaze trained on his visitor, he continued, “What was the relationship between you and your wife like before the accident? The reason I ask is because an eyewitness claimed the two of you were fighting on that evening.”

      Shifting in his seat, Aubin tried to keep his growing anger in check as he stared back at the short, grey-haired man in disbelief. “Are you asking me if I tried to kill my wife, and myself in the process, detective?”

      “We found the P.I. you hired to keep tabs on your wife three months ago. Tani Peña. He showed us some interesting photos that I would like to share with you.” Opening the folder, he removed a picture of Cassandra, accompanied by a tall, blond male with a pale complexion.

      “Who is this stranger?” Aubin frowned as his heart raced. “I can honestly say that I have never seen this man before in my life.”

      “Don’t play coy with me, Mr. Toussaint. You already saw these a while back. In fact, according to Mr. Peña, they were enough to send you rushing out of his office on February 23rd, a week before the accident.”

      Rising to his feet, Aubin kicked the chair out of his way. “Am I under arrest? If so, I would like to phone my lawyer and have him present at our ‘little’ chat. I know my rights.”

      Detective Agata sat back in his chair and scratched his scruffy beard. “If I wanted to arrest you, I would’ve already done it. You’re free to go. For now.”

      Aubin rushed outside, closing the door with a bang. Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead as he welcomed the fresh air. Gazing at his reflection in the window outside the building, tears welled in his eyes as he tried to conjure up the missing memories from the last few months.

      The only thing he saw were flashes of them struggling to breathe underneath the water. Other than that, his mind was a complete blank when it came to the day, they almost lost their lives. All he could do was pray that he wasn’t the one behind him and his wife’s boating accident.
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